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ABSTRACT
T
here is new paradigm in higher education which could be described as 
competence based education. In this article, we explore the conditions in 
which this paradigm can lead to better results of the educational process. We 
¿UVWGH¿QH WKHPHDQLQJRI µFRPSHWHQFHV¶DQGZH WKHQGHVFULEHKRZ WKH\
were developed in the Flemish context. We also explain our competence 
framework, the real basis for competence based education. Next we focus on the 
FRQVHTXHQFHVRIWKLVDSSURDFKDQG¿QDOO\ZHGHVFULEHDZD\WRLPSOHPHQWWKLVDSSURDFK
LQDQHGXFDWLRQDORUJDQL]DWLRQ)RUWKLVDUWLFOHZHUHO\RQWKH¿QGLQJVDQGWKHLQVLJKWVZH
developed in a research project realized in co-operation with partners of our university 
association (Minne, 2008).
Key words: competence based education, social work, educational process.
RESUMEN 
EVOLUCIONANDO HACIA LA FORMACIóN DE TRABAJO SOCIAL BASADA 
EN LAS COMPETENCIAS 
Actualmente, existe un nuevo paradigma en la educación superior que podría describirse 
como la educación basada en las competencias. En el presente artículo, exploramos las 
condiciones en las que este paradigma podría conducirnos hacia una mejora de los resultados 
HQHOSURFHVRHGXFDWLYR(QSULPHUOXJDUGH¿QLPRVHOVLJQL¿FDGRGHµFRPSHWHQFLDV¶SDUD
GHVSXpVGHVFULELUFyPRVHGHVDUUROODEDQHQHOFRQWH[WRÀDPHQFR7DPELpQH[SOLFDPRV
nuestro marco de competencias, la verdadera base para conseguir una educación basada 
en las competencias. A continuación, nos centramos en las consecuencias de este enfoque 
\¿QDOPHQWHGHVFULELPRVODIRUPDGHLPSOHPHQWDUORHQXQFHQWURHGXFDWLYR3DUDHVWH
artículo, contamos con los resultados y conocimientos obtenidos gracias a un proyecto de 
investigación realizado en colaboración con algunos compañeros de nuestra asociación 
universitaria (Minne, 2008).
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I. COMPETENCES
,QWKLVDUWLFOHZHGH¿QHFRPSHWHQFHDV¶WKHZKROHRINQRZOHGJHLQVLJKWVVNLOOVDQG
attitudes which a professional uses in diverse professional situations to act in a well-
considered and critical way’. As a consequence competent professionals have:
± GRPDLQVSHFL¿FNQRZOHGJH
– cognitive strategies;
– skills that are necessary to act professionally; 
– meta cognition: this means insight in their own functioning, a kind of self regulation;
± DIIHFWLYHFRPSRQHQWVVXFKDVDWWLWXGHPRWLYDWLRQLGHQWL¿FDWLRQ
We must warn for a too narrow interpretation of competences; some reduce it to skills, 
implying that competence based education has a limited theoretical basis.
1.1 Legislation on the Flemish-Dutch Accreditation stipulates that higher education 
institutes should describe their learning outcomes in terms of competences 
The Flemish and Dutch government imposed a frame of reference for the assessment and 
accreditation of all higher education institutes. One of the topics in this frame of reference 
concerns the objectives of study programmes. The institute has to demonstrate that the 
level and the orientation of their study programmes are guaranteed by the objectives. They 
have to be based on students mastering the general competences, general professional 




The Flemish institutes that provide social work degree programmes gathered to develop 
a framework of competences together, so that they could all work with common insight 
in and a common list of competences to give social work a recognizable face in society. 
7KHVWDUWLQJSRLQWIRUWKLVIUDPHRIUHIHUHQFHLVWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOGH¿QLWLRQRIVRFLDOZRUN
,)6:1H[WWKH\GH¿QHGWKHIXQGDPHQWDOFRUHRIVRFLDOZRUNLQWKLVZD\
FIGURE 1: The core of social work
– The general objective of social work: social change, problem solving in human 
relationships, empowerment and liberation.
± 7KHERG\RI NQRZOHGJH WKLV LV NQRZOHGJHRI WKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGRI VRFLDOZRUN
from which the practitioner learns theoretical and practical knowledge, insights and 
methodological knowledge. This contains knowledge of the human sciences and 
knowledge of the target groups.
– Basic positions of the social worker: this position is between man and society; they 
build bridges;
– The key values: norms, values, principles and how they are translated into legal rules. 
Basic positions General objective
Key values Body of 
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$URXQGWKLVFRUHWKH)OHPLVKVRFLDOZRUNLQVWLWXWHVOLVW¿YHFOXVWHUVRIFRPSHWHQFHV
FIGURE 2: The clusters of competences
– To make contact and orientation.
• To make authentic contact in a professional relation.
• Consults a broad range of sources to estimate the situation together with the 
stakeholder.
– To stimulate self-development.
• Stimulates and supports the stakeholders in exploring, recognizing and coping with 
their needs, talents and expectations.
• Guides the stakeholders in a professional way to relevant arrangements and 
institutions.
– To bring in social science expertise.
• Uses adequate forms of communication and interaction, adapted to the stakeholders 
and to the kind of social processes.
• Designs and coaches social processes in consideration with the stakeholders and 
adapted to their situations.
• Acts with methodological expertise.
– To socialize.
• Points out tensions between the developing society and the stakeholders.
• Supports the stakeholders to relate to society and vice versa.
• Builds up partnerships to create inclusive co-existence with respect to ecological 
boundaries.
– To work as a professional and to develop oneself.
• Works together in a team and participates to achieve goals, works on the policy and 
management of the organization.
• Works in a multidisciplinary manner and within networks of organizations.
• Develops their own professionalization and contributes to exchanging experiences 
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A novice social worker must be able to handle this whole of competences in a well 
balanced way. This is a very important criterion in the evaluation of the Flemish Dutch 
Accreditation Organization. The institutes of higher education have to provide evidence 
that their graduates master all these competences.
7KHYDULRXVLQVWLWXWHVFDQWDLORUWKLVFRPSHWHQFHOLVWWRWKHLURZQVSHFL¿FHGXFDWLRQDO
views or objectives, but the core must be recognizable. 
1.3 Our application
$VHYHU\RWKHULQVWLWXWHLQ)ODQGHUVZHDOVRGHYHORSHGDFRPSHWHQFHOLVW:HEULHÀ\
list the competences below. 
C1. The social worker can relate authentically to people and groups of people within their 
function.
C2. The social worker can put interactions between people in context and describe them 
from a generalist perspective.
C3. The social worker can act socially and use their general knowledge of social sciences 
as well as their insights in practical cases.
C4. The social worker integrates ethics in their actions.
&7KHVRFLDOZRUNHURSHUDWHVIURPDFULWLFDOUHÀHFWLRQRQWKHLQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHLU
RZQMREWKHLUSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGDQGVRFLHW\
C6. The social worker can work in teams and in organisations and associate with partners 
in a network of organisations.
C7. The social worker evolves professionally in the perspective of life long learning.
C8. The social worker contributes to the identity and the development of the profession 
DQGWRWKHUHFRUGHGSUDFWLFHLQWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
C9. The social worker can guide people through the services and advice in matters of 
rights and duties.
We give one example of how a competence can be further elaborated.
PROFESSIONAL 

















• The social worker can observe and make sense of inter- and 
intrapersonal processes and relate them to each other.
• The social worker can recognise and describe dynamics, patterns 
and projections in human interactions.
7KHVRFLDOZRUNHUUHÀHFWVRQWKHLUREVHUYDWLRQVDQGFDQLQWHUSUHW
human interactions and can act accordingly. 
• The social worker can direct a relationship functionally and 
establish authentic contacts.
C1.2 
The social worker 
can deal with 
cultural and sub 
cultural differences.
• The social worker has insight in the lives of different 
communities.
• The social worker adopts their intercultural skills appropriately 
when they relate to different communities.
• The social worker communicates differently depending on 1) 
the needs of the people they work with and 2) on their way of 
communicating. At the same time they remain authentic.
C1.3 
The social worker 
communicates 
openly and clearly.
• The social worker communicates spontaneously but selectively 
about their inner processes.
• The social worker searches for feedback with other people and 
knows how to value this feedback.
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PROFESSIONAL 











C1.4 Social worker 
can give space to 
others and take up 
space themself.
• The social worker keeps an eye to others and sees to it that they 
can demonstrate themself and exert power.
• The social worker is visibly available for others and exerts 
power. 
C1.5 
The social worker 
can instigate other 
people and can be 
instigated by others.
7KHVRFLDOZRUNHUFDQFUHDWHFRQ¿GHQFHDQGWUXVWZLWKSHRSOH
• The social worker can motivate and support people when they go 
through change.
• The social worker relates to people and shows real commitment in 
his bonds with people.
FIGURE 3: Elaboration of a competence
1.4 The difference between competence based and traditional education
We consider competence based education as a new paradigm in higher education. It 
UHVXOWVIURPDFKDQJLQJVRFLHW\DQGFKDQJLQJGHPDQGVIURPWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG,WLV
useful to compare this new type of education with the traditional one. Competence based 
education is linked to the constructivist approach. This approach considers learning as an 
active process that is cumulative, self regulating, constructive and linked to contexts.
TRADITIONAL EDUCATION COMPETENCE BASED EDUCATION
Knowledge, contents and discipline centred 
skills as the basis of the curriculum
Competences with tasks and situations from the SURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGDVWKHEDVLVRIWKHFXUULFXOXP
6WXGHQWVVWXG\SUHGH¿QHGFRQWHQWV Students perform study tasks
Students go through the same curriculum 
path
Depending on prior experiences and their entrance levels 
the students have a personalized curriculum 
Knowledge and skills are assessed Competences are assessed
Teacher centred assessment Includes self assessment and peer assessment
Courses are derived from independent 
disciplines Learning units are interdisciplinary as much as possible 
Learning path dependent Learning path independent
([DPVDVD¿QDOSRLQW Assessment can also be the starting point for the design RIÀH[LEOHOHDUQLQJSDWKV
Assessment is a didactical instrument Assessment is also a kind of coaching
Subject matter based Competence based 
The teaching process is central The learning process is central
FIGURE 4: Comparison traditional versus competence based education
II. A FRAMEWORK 
So far we have only described the formal and legal framework which we have to work 
with in Flanders. Even more important is the development and the implementation of such 
a framework in the day-to-day running of a degree programme. It is a hard job that takes 
time and needs a lot of motivation and organizational measures. 
If you change a degree programme in the direction of competence based education, 
you are faced with a real paradigm shift. Introducing a competence based approach is 
not a technical matter but a process of organizational change, of which the success is 
not guaranteed beforehand. It is not only a matter of changing the educational processes 
or contents of courses, it also means actually changing the organization. A successful 
implementation needs the recognition of eight components, four concerning the educational 
process, four concerning the organizational context.
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– The educational process:
 $FRPSHWHQFHEDVHGHGXFDWLRQDOSUR¿OH
• A competence based educational vision.
• A competence based curriculum.
• Competence based courses and activities.
– The organizational context: 
 3URIHVVLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
• A competence based personnel policy.
• An organization that supports competence based education.
• The coaching of the students.
FIGURE 5: The components of competence based education
The development of competence based education is a complex and time consuming, 
but very promising process. We learned that you cannot successfully change a degree 
programme in that direction on the basis of co-incidence, or by trial-and-error. On the 
FRQWUDU\ ZH GHWHFWHG ¿YH IDFWRUV WKDW DUH DOZD\V SUHVHQW ZKHQ DWWHPSWV WR GHYHORS
competence based education were successful. Those factors are: to structure, to integrate, 
to differentiate, to explore and to build up relational practices. 
– To structure:
 7R VWUXFWXUH PHDQV WR RIIHU PRGHOV RU µKDW UDFNV¶ WR WKH VWXGHQWV LQ WKHLU GHJUHH
programme. A kind of structure is necessary for learning: to draw lines, to demonstrate 
the boundaries of the working area. That structuring offers certainty.
– To integrate: 
 To integrate means to look for relationships, to bring things together in a greater unity. 
People are often too analytical, so that after the analysis they forget to come back to 
synthesis or to show the coherence of the parts within the whole entity. A good example 
of integration is relating theory and practice. 
– To explore: 
To explore refers to the process of inquiry. It is the challenge to search for new things. 
Searching for change, for improvement, for innovation. To explore also refers to the 
tendency to learn, to develop, to grow. It also means to search for new things, to think 
outside paths already known. The ability to explore needs openness, appreciation and 
surprise.
– To build up relational practices:
Building up relational practices has to do with relationships between people, with 
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are interested in each other with respect and appreciation. It is a special way of co-
operation: co-operation starting from an appreciative attitude. 
2.1 A competence based educational vision
µ:KHQ ZH DFFHSW WKDW WKH REMHFWLYH RI KLJKHU HGXFDWLRQ LV WR SUHSDUH VWXGHQWV IRU
the society in which they have to function, education must go far beyond transfer of 
knowledge.’ (Dochy, 2005)
In Belgium quality in higher education is more and more expressed in terms of 
competences of the graduates. This is due to developments in society and a changing 
approach of learning. The ultimate goal of higher education must be that students are able 
to guide themselves. Pressure also comes from economics. The labour market increasingly 
needs employees who can take initiative, who are able to think critically, who have a sense 
RI UHVSRQVLELOLW\ DQG ZKR DUH ÀH[LEOH7KDW LV ZK\ WKHUH LV D SDUDGLJP VKLIW LQ KLJKHU
education. 
The constructivist paradigm sees learning as an active, cumulative and constructive 
process. Meaningful learning is linked to the context. It happens in a social context, in 
interaction with others. This kind of learning requires acting in realistic situations. The 
lecturer is the one who has to create powerful learning environments. The lecturer has 
to guide students to a higher level of functioning. The students on the other hand create 
and re-create meaning through experience. The students can form new meaning when 
they are able to relate old and new experiences. The consequence of all this is that higher 
education has to enhance a student-centred vision on learning and teaching. To realize 
these objectives, some conditions are:
– Competence based higher education emphasizes the importance of competences in the 
construction of a curriculum, in the selection of the course materials and the evaluation 
of the students. Is also encompasses tasks a graduate has to perform and real situations 
in which a graduate must be able to act.
– Students are confronted with problems and situations that stimulate them to acquire 
knowledge, attitudes and abilities that are necessary to resolve problems. Study tasks 
are organized in a way that students learn to work and think autonomously, often in a 
team with others.
– In evaluations students have to demonstrate that they are able to solve realistic problems 
from practice. Alternative evaluation methods are therefore necessary. Examples are 
self-assessment, peer assessment, 360° feedback and multiple evaluations.
Elements of a competence based educational vision are: 
– The educational vision is well described;
– The educational vision is guiding the education;
– The educational vision respects the individuality of each student;
– The educational vision invites lecturers to work with authentic learning situations such 
as cases, projects, etc;
– The educational vision integrates research and education;




the competences required. When organizing degree programmes you must develop an 
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HGXFDWLRQDO SUR¿OH WKDW PDWFKHV WKH VSHFL¿F VLWXDWLRQ 'HYHORSLQJ D SUR¿OH GLDORJXH
ZLWK WKH SURIHVVLRQDO ¿HOG LV QHFHVVDU\ 2Q WKH EDVLV RI GLVFXVVLRQV ZLWK WKH ¿HOG WKH
most important result area of the profession, the function or the role must be described. 
0HDQLQJIXO LV WKH µZLVGRP RI SUDFWLFH¶ PHWKRG ZKLFK VWLPXODWHV DQ DFWLYH GLDORJXH
EHWZHHQWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGDQGWKHKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQLQVWLWXWHV,WVKRXOGUHVXOWLQWKH
GHVFULSWLRQ RI ZKDW WKH SURIHVVLRQDO ¿HOG FRQVLGHUV WKH PRVW LPSRUWDQW FRPSHWHQFHV
Another method consist in describing the context of the profession, the activities, the roles 
and responsibilities of the profession, the typical professional attitude, relevant trends, etc. 
7KLVVKRXOGEHGRQHLQFRQVLGHUDWLRQZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
'HVFULSWLRQVRIFRPSHWHQFHVLQDQHGXFDWLRQDOSUR¿OHDUHQRWORQJOLVWVRIEHKDYLRXU













2.3 A competence based curriculum
A curriculum is not developed out of a vacuum, it is not static. Some points are crucial 
for the development of a competence based curriculum. 
– Such a curriculum has clear development lines that are structured around professional 
situations and core competences;
– Such a curriculum gives space to individual learning tracks, differentiated according to 
the progress of the student;
– A growing integration of knowledge, attitudes and capabilities;
– A strong relation with the practice of the profession; all objectives and activities are 
related to the profession;
– Learning takes place in meaningful situations that represent the situations in which the 
students have to apply their competences.
Elements of such a competence based curriculum are: 
– The educational vision is the starting point of the development of the curriculum.
± (YHU\FRXUVH LV MXVWL¿HGZLWKLQ WKH IUDPHRI OLQHVRIGHYHORSPHQWDQGSURJUHVVDQG
competences. 
– The development of the curriculum and the evaluation methods are intertwined. 
– Lines of development support students to make their individual learning tracks.
– Lines of development are developed in the curriculum in a coherent way.
– Lecturers and students have a say in the development of the curriculum.
± 7KHFXUULFXOXPVWLPXODWHVWKHH[SORUDWLRQRIWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
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2.4 A competence based learning environment
Lecturers change and adjust their courses with much enthusiasm year after year. They 
rely on their experiences with what works in the classroom and what does not. Often they 
work, unwittingly, in a competence based way. A method to develop a strong learning 
environment starts with discovering the typical characteristics of adequate learning. We 
GH¿QHDVWURQJOHDUQLQJHQYLURQPHQWDVµVLWXDWLRQVDQGFRQWH[WVWKDWHOLFLWWKHQHFHVVDU\
learning processes and that stimulate and maintain the motivation to reach meaningful 
learning results amongst students’ (Decorte, 1996). To us the method of appreciative 
inquiry is very suitable to motivate lectures to co-operate when developing a strong 
learning environment. We will describe this method more in detail in the last section. 
The next step is the dreaming phase: imagining a new future with a real competence 
based degree programme in ten years time for instance. 
The third step is elaborating materials that result from the previous two stages. This 
should result in very detailed propositions and actions. It could lead to a list of criteria that 
are used to check whether a degree programme is effectively competence based. The last 
step consists in elaborating action plans and courses.
We learned that a successful implementation of a competence based curriculum is more 
than a pure pedagogical experiment. Critical success factors are personnel policy, the 
organizational context and the relationships with stakeholders, such as the professional 
¿HOG
Criteria to evaluate the degree to which the learning environment is competence based, 
are:
– The choice of the learning environment is determined by characteristic situations from 
WKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
– There is a balance between control by the lecturer and control by the student.
– The evaluation by the students is the starting point for the development of courses.
– Teaching and learning activities are rich and differentiated.
± 6WXGHQWVFDQEULQJLQWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVIURPWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG
– Authentic situations are an essential part of the learning environment.




The core competences of a degree programme must be discussed with the professional 
¿HOG,QVRPHFRXQWULHVLWLVWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGWKDWLVUHVSRQVLEOHIRUSUHVFULELQJWKH
competences of the profession, in other countries the higher education institute develops 
WKHFRPSHWHQFHVZKLFKDUHODWHUGLVFXVVHGZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG,Q)ODQGHUVZHDUH
REOLJHG WR LQWHJUDWH WKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOG LQ WKHGLVFXVVLRQDQG WKHGHYHORSPHQWRI WKH
competences. In the reference frame of the accreditation board the institute has to provide 





– The professional is involved in the process of educational development;
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± 5HSUHVHQWDWLYHVRI WKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGSDUWLFLSDWH LQ HGXFDWLRQDO DFWLYLWLHV VXFKDV
lectures, seminars, evaluation of thesis, etc;
± 7KHLQVWLWXWHKDVDSHUPDQHQWGLDORJXHZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGDQGKDVDFXOWXUHRI
co-operation.
2.6. A competence based personnel policy
Since institutes of higher education are continuously subject to change, the workload 
of their lecturers increases year by year. Lecturers have to combine more roles. The old 
systems of personnel management seem to become inadequate and to get stuck. There is a 
need for a new personnel management system that supports lecturers in competence based 
education. This new orientation is often experienced as threatening for lecturers. They 
have to cope with uncertainty and they must adapt to new roles. 
Elements of a competence based personnel policy are:
– Lecturers professionalize systematically to develop the required competences.
– The personal development plan of the lecturers is an instrument in the development of 
their competences.
– Tasks are assigned according to the competences of the personnel.
– Lecturers get opportunities to develop their competences.
– Lecturers are coached and supported in using their competences in competence based 
education.
– New tasks are seen as opportunities to develop new competences.
2.7. An organization that supports competence based education
Institutes of higher education that change in the direction of competence based models 
often have to face problems that are related to the structure and the culture of their 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV$IWHUDOOFRPSHWHQFHEDVHGHGXFDWLRQSUHVXSSRVHVDORWRIÀH[LELOLW\DQG
co-operation on the side of the lecturers. Creativity and innovation are also needed. Those 
GHPDQGVDUHRIWHQGLI¿FXOWWRFRPELQHZLWKH[LVWLQJVWUXFWXUHVDQGSURFHGXUHV
Elements of an organization that supports a competence based orientation are:
– The organization has clear channels for internal communication.
– The central services of the organization too support the competence based way of 
working.
– The organizational structures and the culture allow and stimulate creativity and 
dynamism.
– Teams employ the plan-do-check-act methodology.
± 7HDPVUHÀHFWRQWKHLUDFWLRQV
2.8. The coaching of the students
In competence based education the coaching of the students becomes the critical 
success factor.
Institutes of higher education are confronted with a changing student population. New 
WDUJHWJURXSVRIVWXGHQWVHQWHU7KH\UHTXLUHDQHZDSSURDFKDQGPRUHÀH[LELOLW\0RUH
and more students need individual study tracks. 
This has implications for competence based education:
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– The vision on what competence based education should be is the basis of the policy 
concerning how students enter, move up in and exit their programmes.
– The organization has procedures to assess previously acquired competences.
– The coaching of students individual study tracks takes account of what is necessary for 
the development of the student’s competences.
– The coaches function as care coordinators of the students.
– The coaching of the study tracks is based on a good co-operation between lecturers, 
administrative staff and experts.
– The coaching of the study tracks of the students is mainly based on is the self responsi-
bility of their learning processes.
III. IMPLEMENTATION
The subsequent implementation of a competence based approach often causes resistance 
in the organization. This resistance is an important sign management cannot ignore. The 
challenge is to work with this resistance and not to deny it. In trying to understand the 
meaning of this management explores the feelings of colleagues, understands their fears 
and also gets insight in those aspects of the innovation process that are not fully developed 
or well prepared yet. So, attention for resistance is critical. Let us shed some light on some 
of these factors.
– Tension can arise because the emphasis is on the products and not on the process. That 
can cause means-goal confusion. That is the case when the competence orientation 
is realized in an instrumental way or, for instance, when the government controls the 
competence basis of education. Indicators, matrices, concordance tables and so on get 
more attention as a means to prove evidence, than the process that is supported by all 
lecturers. You often see that the emphasis on those formal products takes away the 
energy of people to be engaged in the innovation process. 
– A second problem is the orientation of the change process. Are the changes imposed 
top-down or also suggested bottom-up? We have the impression that institutes that 
enthusiastically develop competence based education emphasize the power of the 
energy of their colleagues and that they are less directive. They promote and leave 
space for processes. 
In our approach we focus on the process dimension; the instrument we developed 
had to foster the competence orientation of the institutes more than products, while the 
products are not unimportant, of course. Therefore we try to stimulate the development of 
VRFDOOHGµUHODWLRQDOSUDFWLFHV¶7KRVHDUHWKHUHODWLRQVDQGJRRGSUDFWLFHVWKDWSHRSOHEXLOG
up together. We use the appreciative inquiry (AI) approach. That approach emphasizes 
the strengths of people and their organizations much more than the problems and the 
weaknesses. We learned that the traditional problem solving approach, that is so commonly 
used in organizations today, often takes away a lot of energy and does not result in an 
actual change process. The AI approach on the other hand gives people energy. 
,WWDNHVXVWRRIDUWRHODERUDWHRQ$,LQGHSWK:HZLOORQO\EULHÀ\GHVFULEHDVWHSSODQ
of the appreciative inquiry process. It is a method- in fact also a way of being and thinking- 
to discover and to appreciate those things that already work very well in the organization 
and to build up a common future for the organization. 
/HW XV ¿UVW FRPSDUH WKH WUDGLWLRQDO SUREOHP VROYLQJ DSSURDFK ZLWK WKH DSSUHFLDWLYH
inquiry approach.
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– Analysis of causes
– Analysis of possible solutions
– Action planning – problem solving
Basic conviction: 
The organization is a problem that must be solved 
'H¿FLWWKLQNLQJ
– Appreciation of the best
– Imagination of how the organization can develop 
– Dialogue with the entire organization about how 
the organization has to develop
– Implementation of desired changes
Basic conviction: 
The organization is a mystery that must be unlocked
7KLQNLQJIURPWKHSRZHURISHRSOH
FIGURE 6: Comparison of the problem solving approach with appreciative inquiry
Cooperrider (2003) describes four phases to realize innovation in an organization. 
– Phase 1: Discovery
In this phase we try to detect what works well concerning the subject we want to 
develop. Lecturers are asked to tell the stories of their good practices. The next step is to 
explain what in those stories gives them energy, what are the factors that are critical for 
success. The result is a list of good practices and designs that give energy and insight 
in what determines whether a course stimulates and fosters the learning process. Those 
factors can be used by others to design their own courses.
These are the things people are proud of. The questions are crucial:
µ7HOO PH D VWRU\ DERXW D PRPHQW RU D VLWXDWLRQ ZKHQ \RX ZHUH SURXG DV D WHDFKHU
because you could support the student in becoming more competent, a moment or 
event or phase when you could see your students grow in the direction of a competent 
professional.
µ/RRNLQJEDFNRQWKLVVWRU\WHOOPHZKDW\RXGLGZKDWWKHVWXGHQWGLGZKDWWKHIDFWRUV
in the environment were that fostered the development of the student. What factor 
FDQZH¿QGWKDWPDGHOHDUQLQJSRVVLEOHWKDWVWLPXODWHGWKHJURZWKSURFHVVRI\RXQJ
people?’
By answering these questions we learn what works in educational processes and when 
a competence based orientation leads to real learning.
– Phase 2: Imagining a future 
The next step is the dreaming phase: the imagination of a new future in ten years time 
for instance and imagining a real competence based degree programme. 
In this second phase we ask you to dream about your future. You know from the previous 
phase what works and what learning is. Try to imagine what competence based learning 
can mean for you as a lecturer in the future. What are the ideal images of competence 
based education to you?
– Phase 3 Design 
The third step is the elaboration of materials that resulted from the previous two stages. 
This should result in very detailed propositions and actions. This could for instance 
lead to a list of criteria that are used to check whether a course is actually competence 
EDVHG,QWKLVVWHSZHPXVWµDQFKRU¶LHWUDQVODWHZKDWFRXOGZRUNLQWRZKDWZHZDQW
to realize now. We design the future we want.
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– Phase 4 Realization
The last step is elaborating on action plans and courses. This is the phase of learning, 
adapting, improvising and trying out. The potential to come to real innovation is very 





to realize the image of the future.
IV. CONSEQUENCES
What can be the added value of competence based education? And under what 




diminishes. We must stress, however, that knowledge will be more integrated and is 
anchored more.
Secondly this approach seems to be much more motivating for the students because 
they are confronted from the start with realistic and authentic professional situations: 
cases, exercises, projects, visits. The evaluation processes too must be congruent with 
the competence orientation. They must also at least rely on authentic situations. Ideally 
competences are tested in realistic situations. Assessment is a much deeper and more 
intense form of evaluation than purely theoretical written evaluation. The early contact 
ZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGUHVXOWVLQDEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIµWKHVRXORIWKHSURIHVVLRQ¶
For the lecturers the competence based way of working is indeed more challenging. 
To keep their courses up-to-date and their course contents relevant they are obliged to 
VWD\WRXFKZLWKWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGRQDUHJXODUEDVLV1HYHUWKHOHVV WKHUHVLVWDQFHRI
lecturers for this orientation often hinders real commitment. That is why we plead for a 
positive and motivating approach such as the appreciative inquiry approach which was 
described in the previous section.
Of course the shift to competence based education requires that some contextual 
FRQGLWLRQVDUHIXO¿OOHG
7KH¿UVWFRQGLWLRQLVWLPH7KHVKLIWLVDSURFHVVWKDWWDNHVWLPHDORWRISUHSDUDWLRQ
testing and adjusting. The higher education institute must be prepared to invest in time, 
energy and people. 
Next, the culture of the organization must be open enough for the new approach. When 
people are afraid of change, when they focus on their status of autonomous professionals, 
when they are not used to co-operating and do not trust each other or management, then it 
ZLOOEHQHFHVVDU\¿UVWWRZRUNRQWKHVHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOSUREOHPV
It is also necessary that the students are seen as important stakeholders who can be 
involved in the discussions. Furthermore, the institute also has to involve external 
VWDNHKROGHUVVXFKDVUHSUHVHQWDWLYHVIURPWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGLQWKHGHEDWHDERXWWKH
competences. This requires a rather democratic orientation of the organization. In the end, 
LWZLOOEHWKHSURIHVVLRQDO¿HOGWKDWZLOOHYDOXDWHWKHFRPSHWHQFHVRIWKHJUDGXDWHV
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